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Abstract 
Vocabulary functions as an existential foundation for language. Furthermore, vocabulary learning is one of the most problematic fields in second 
language learning. It has attracted cynosure of a wealth of studies in recent years. However, the fact that majority of Iranian second language (L2) 
learners have learnt English through traditional methods has compounded the problem. To arrive at a better understanding of this problem, this 
study compared the effect of visual cues versus textual input-enhancement on vocabulary learning of Iranian intermediate EFL learners. A 
predominantly quantitative approach, along with a quasi-experimental design, was used. 90 EFL learners were selected and, following a pre-test, 
were randomly assigned to two experimental groups (visual cues and textual input-enhancement) and a control group. After the treatment, a post-
test was administered for all groups. Thorough analysis of the data obtained using paired t-test and one-way ANOVA, it was indicated that visual 
cues have a significant impact on vocabulary learning of Iranian intermediate EFL learners.      
Keywords: Textual Input-Enhancement,Visual Cues, Quantitative Approach, Experimental Research 
1. Introduction 
Language learning, whether first or second, starts with learning of words (Thornbury, 2002). As Wilkins 
(1972) posits, without grammar very little can be communicated, but without vocabulary nothing can be 
communicated. Vocabulary, as Brown (2001) states, forms the building block of any language. That is, vocabulary 
is “a core component of the language proficiency and provides much of the basis for how well learners speak, listen 
and write” (Richards & Renandya, 2002, p. 255).  
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In the past, vocabulary teaching and learning were often given scarce attention in language programs. In 
more recent times, however, we have witnessed a renewed surge of interest in the nature of vocabulary and the role 
it plays in learning and teaching a language (Richards & Renandya, 2002). This can be attributed to the fact that 
traditionally it was believed that vocabulary knowledge can be gained incidentally in an automatic manner, so 
specification was made to other aspects of language such as grammar, reading or speaking (Brown, 2001). But 
nowadays, the status of vocabulary seems to be changing (Richards & Renandya, 2002).  
Vocabulary is obviously a very important element in a language as the majority of meaning is carried out 
lexically (Hunt & Beglar, cited in Richards & Renandya, 2002). While learning a language cannot be reduced to 
only learning vocabulary, but it is also true that no matter how well the student learns grammar, no matter how 
successfully the sounds of L2 are mastered, without words to express a wide range of meanings, communication in 
an L2 just cannot happen in any meaningful way (Brown, 2007). Different things, however, can go wrong in 
learning vocabulary. Probably the most basic problem is the inability to retrieve vocabulary that has been taught. In 
this situation either communication breaks down altogether or the student has to convey the message in a different 
way by drawing on his strategic competence (Decarrico, cited in Celce Murcia, 2001). 
 
Given this, teaching and learning vocabulary have gained increasing attention in the related course syllabi 
where developing efficient techniques and strategies which facilitate these processes are extremely significant in the 
second language pedagogy (Nation & Chung, 2009).  
 
Among the host of techniques proposed by pedagogists, the question of the nature of textual-input 
enhancement versus visual-input enhancement approaches has not been fully explored (Hasshemi & Pourgharib, 
2013). Input enhancement aims at drawing learners' attention to linguistic form by modifying the appearance of 
target structure (Farahani & Sarkhosh, 2012). It is believed that external manipulation of input can influence intake 
and learning (Rashtchi & Gharanli, 2010).  
 
Therefore, textual-input enhancement makes a particular linguistic item more visible by adopting 
typographical cues such as bolding, italicizing, capitalizing and so on (Farhani & Sarkhosh, 2012). Visual cues serve 
the same purpose by employing a variety of visual aids such as flashcards, videos and pictures. In the ESL/EFL 
classroom, using visual aids can help students to strengthen and reinforce what they have learned. The reason may 
be that they allow students to absorb the information through an additional sensory perception (Sadeghi & 
Farzizadeh, 2013).  
It is not only the inherent complexity of vocabulary learning which has hampered language learners to 
achieve higher degree of vocabulary knowledge, but also a predominantly traditional view to teaching vocabulary 
which has been more harmful (Nation, 1997). In the traditional approach to teaching vocabulary which is still 
dominant in teaching contexts, vocabulary is often taught unsystematically in class and teachers tend to leave their 
students to learn vocabulary on their own without much instruction or guidance (Oxford & Scarcella, 1994). 
 
2. Purpose and Significance of the Study 
The more words you have at your disposal, the more flexible you will be in thinking (Thornbury, 2002). It 
is generally accepted that lexical competence reserves a very special place in communicative competence (Coady & 
Huckin, 1997, cited in Celece Murcia, 2001). Hence, vocabulary acquisition has come to receive increasing attention 
in language teaching and learning.  
Vocabulary is a major component of language proficiency and provides a solid foundation for how well 
learners speak, listen, read, and write. Without a thorough knowledge of vocabulary and sufficient strategies for 
acquiring new vocabularies, L2 learners often face tremendous difficulties using the language. 
(Fan, 2003) indicates that vocabulary is generally given scant attention in the university curriculum in the 
Asian countries. The situation is quite similar in Iran – also an Asian country. Generally, the emphasis on English 
teaching in universities in most Asian countries is on reading and grammar (Catalan, 2003). Vocabulary teaching in 
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many classrooms is largely incidental (Fan, 2003; Catalan, 2003). This means that when a particular word or phrase 
appears to be difficult for the students, they are just given out the definitions.  
Occasionally, this may be supplemented with the collocations of the target words or information about how 
the words are used in a particular context. Therefore, inadequacy in lexical knowledge may hinder students’ 
proficiency development and affect their performance in public exams. It is, therefore, extremely vital for language 
teachers to look into ways to enhance vocabulary knowledge of language learners. 
3. Research Questions 
The present study attempts to address the following questions: 
Q1: Does textual input-enhancement have a positive effect on intermediate Iranian EFL learners' vocabulary 
learning? 
Q2: Does visual cues have a positive effect on intermediate Iranian EFL learners' vocabulary learning? 
Q3: Is there any significant difference between the effectiveness of visual cues and textual-input enhancement 
methods on intermediate Iranian EFL learners' vocabulary learning? 
4. Null Hypotheses 
The null hypotheses are: 
H01: Textual input-enhancement doesn’t have any significant effect on intermediate Iranian EFL learners' 
vocabulary learning. 
H02: Visual cues don’t have any significant effect on intermediate Iranian EFL learners' vocabulary learning. 
H03: There is no significant difference between the textual input-enhancement methods versus visual cues on 
intermediate Iranian EFL learners' vocabulary learning. 
 
5. Literature Review 
 
From 1980s onward, vocabulary began to receive increasing attention after a long period of neglect. Some 
vocabulary teaching methods have been proposed since, which have aimed at making the process of vocabulary 
acquisition and recall easier. One of the proposed techniques is vocabulary acquisition through reading passages 
which are enriched by textual input-enhancement (TE). In other words, TE for vocabulary learning refers to 
techniques that cause certain words to standout so that learners pay more attention to them (Goudarzi, 2012).  
Input enhancement was first introduced by Sherwood Smith and aims at making selected features of L2 
more salient and significant for learners in order to facilitate their acquisition (Sherwood Smith, 1993). Smith’s 
definition of input enhancement sparked a good deal of interest in classroom L2 research, and researchers attempted 
to decipher the role of “manipulated instructional input on L2 structures in various ways” (Dastjerdi & Farshid, 
2011, p. 460).  
 
The studies undertaken in recent years in this particular field show that activities which attract a high level 
of attention on the part of learners facilitate more assimilating selected features in L2 learners’ repertoire. These 
studies also provide a theoretical foundation for Schmidet's Noticing Hypothesis (1990), which hypothesizes that 
“when a particular form is more salient in the exposed input, the chance of its selection by the L2 learner will 
increase” (Rashtchi & Gharanli, 2010, p. 21). 
  
Therefore, one way to enhance noticing is through textual/visual Input-enhancement the main function of 
which is to draw learners' attention to linguistic forms by changing or modifying the physical appearance of target 
teaching points (Farahani & Sarkhosh, 2012). Write and Haleem (1991) consider visual material as one of the most 
important aspects of language teaching, but voice this concern that majority of teachers even experienced ones do 
not utilize visual materials to make their teaching more effective, communicative and interesting. Furthermore, as 
Fahim and Vaezi (2011) believe, visual aids not only contribute to the efficiency and depth of learning, but also 
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capture the learners' interests by appealing to several senses. Although a good deal of input enhancement researches 
have been devoted to morph syntactic features, but scant attention has been paid to the role of input enhancement in 
L2 vocabulary development. 
6. Methodology 
6.1. Participants 
In this study the population was consisted of all the English language learners of the city of Hamadan. 
From the accessible population, a sample of 100 male English language learners taking their general English course 
at Shahed High School and Home of Language in Hamadan was chosen. All the participants in the study were locals 
of Hamadan and Persian was their native language. After taking part in a Nelson test (400 A), the scores obtained by 
90 students were distributed on a Standard Distribution Curve, and only those who were placed 1 score above and 
below the mean score were selected. 
6.2. Instruments and materials 
The following 3 elicitation instruments were used for the purpose of conducting this research: 
 a) Nelson test (series 400A) as proficiency test (PT), b) A 30- item multiple choice vocabulary pre-test, c) 
A 30- item multiple choice vocabulary post-test. 
Nelson test is a test of measuring reading ability among high school and college students. It has two 
subtests naming vocabulary and comprehension with both multiple choice questions and yields four scores.  (Brown, 
1993). In this case, NELSON, series 400A, was administered before the pre-test in order to determine the 
homogeneity of the control and experimental groups in terms of English language proficiency.  
 
Before starting the study, the learners’ vocabulary knowledge was tested by means of the 30-item multiple 
choice test. For this purpose, 30 questions were elicited from the pre-university English course book and other 
available teacher-made books. The content validity of the test was checked by 3 experts in the field of English 
language teaching and assessment. They all agreed that the tests enjoy a high degree of content validity. After 
estimating the content validity of the test, the test was piloted for the same number of participants to see if it can be 
used as a suitable measurement tool or not.  
 
 The last research instrument of the study which was a 30-item multiple choice vocabulary test was used as 
a post-test for both control and experiment groups. The test items were elicited from the covered materials of the 
classes.  
 
The pre-university English course-book which is taught to pre-university students in Iran was the only 
teaching material of the study.  
6.3. Data Collection Procedure 
Nelson general proficiency test (Nelson, series 400A) was administered to the participants before the 
treatment in order to compare their level of proficiency and make sure that there is no significant difference between 
the participants. By administrating a Nelson test, the scores obtained by 90 students were distributed on a Standard 
Distribution Curve, and for the sake of understanding the outliners (Best & Kahn, 2006)  only those which were 
placed 1 score above and below the mean score were selected.  
 
Subsequently, participants were randomly assigned to two experimental groups and a control group: text 
input-enhancement group (TG), visual cues group (VG), and control group (CG).  
Afterward, a pre-test was given to students to capture the initial differences among the participants 
regarding their vocabulary knowledge. To develop the pre-test, at first all target vocabularies targeted/specified to be 
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used in treatment sessions were extracted. Having conducted the pre-test, the researcher embarked on teaching and 
giving treatments to experimental groups.  
 
During the treatment, in every session, 15 vocabularies were taught to the participants. The reason for 
teaching 15 vocabularies was based on the available class time.  For textual-input enhancement group, target 
vocabulary / words were presented within the passages in which those key lexical items were bolded. The teacher 
was asked to read the text, translate the key vocabularies into Persian language. When needed, synonyms and 
antonyms were also given for each word. For visual cues group, a variety of visual techniques were employed; 
including the usage of flashcards, pictures, videos, and semantic maps when vocabularies were presented to 
participants.  
 
For the control group, vocabularies were taught within a passage in traditional method of teaching 
vocabulary which is common in high schools in Iran, i.e., providing Persian equivalent and translation of the text. 
This was practiced for eight sessions, each an hour-and-a-half long for all groups. After the treatment, the post-test 
was administered to the participants. This test aimed at measuring the degree of vocabulary retrieval in both 
experimental groups and the control group. The test included all the vocabulary items which had been used in the 
treatment. The point to mention is that the timing and number of all the sessions and groups of the study was set to 8 
complete session of 90 minutes. 
 
6.4. Data Analysis Procedure and Results 
To check the assumption of parametric tests of normality, linearity, and homogeneity of regression lines, 
Paired-Sample T-Test and One-Way ANOVA were run to see if such differences among mean value were 
statistically significant or not. 
 
Independence of Scores 
Due to the random selection of the participants in both experimental groups and control group, this 
assumption is satisfied. 
 
The Level of Distance Data or Pseudo-Distance Data 
The level of data for each of the variables, when SPSS is run for parameter estimation, should be a 
minimum interval or pseudo-interval. In the present research, the interval data have been used. Therefore, this 
assumption has also been met. 
 
Normality of Distribution 
The distribution of scores for dependent variables should be normal for each value of the independent 
variable. To check this assumption the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was utilized. 
 
Table1. The results of Kolmogorov-Smirnov test 
 
Group 
Kolmogorov-Smirnova 
 Statistic df Sig. 
Pre test Control .102 30 .200* 
Visual .145 30 .105* 
Textual .102 30 .200* 
Post test Control .114 30 .200* 
Visual .160 30 .050* 
Textual .130 30 .200* 
 
Since the data in Kolmogorov-Smirnov test is not meaningful, as Table 1 illustrates, the assumption of normality of 
variables has been observed.  
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7. Descriptive Statistics of Variables 
In order to understand the average performance of the participants and distribution of their scores for each 
variable, the descriptive statistics parameters (Mean, Standard deviation, Minimum score, and Maximum score) 
have been presented in Table 2. 
Table2. Mean, Standard Deviation, Minimum Score and Maximum Score 
 
 
Table 2 presents the experimental and control groups’ descriptive statistics in pre-test and post-test. According to 
Table 4.2, the mean score of the control group’s pre-test is 86.47, which has increased to 87.80 in the post-test. On 
the other hand, the mean score of the visual group’s pre-test is 86.07, which has also increased to 90.63 in the post-
test, and the mean score of the textual group’s pre-test is 85.97, which has gone up to 88.60 in the post-test. 
7.1.Testing the First Research Hypothesis 
With regard to the first research hypothesis, textual input-enhancement does not have any significant effect 
on intermediate Iranian EFL learners' vocabulary learning, the descriptive statistics shows that there exists a 
difference between pre-test and post-test in textual group in vocabulary scores. In order to inspect whether this 
difference is meaningful or random, the paired-samples T-Test was utilized. The results of this analysis have been 
presented in the Table 3. 
Table3. Paired Samples T-Test 
 
  
Paired Differences 
t df 
Sig. (2-
tailed) 
  
Mean Std. Deviation 
Std. Error 
Mean 
95% Confidence Interval of the 
Difference 
  
Lower Upper 
Post Test – pre-test 2.83 3.52 64 1.52 4.15 4.40 29 .001 
 
Based on the results presented in Table 3, it can be concluded that with a 95% confidence interval there exists a 
significant difference in the mean scores of the participanta between the pre-test (M=85.97, SD=6.07) and post-test 
(M=88.60, SD=5.93) in textual group (t= 4.40, P < 0.05). Based on the results presented in the same Table, a 
significant change is observed in post-test’s scores in comparison to pre-test’s scores. Therefore, the first research 
hypothesis is rejected. 
7.2. Testing the Second Research Hypothesis 
With regard to the second research hypothesis, visual cues do not have any effect on vocabulary learning of 
Iranian Intermediate EFL learners, the descriptive statistics show that there exists a difference between pre-test and 
  N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 
Control 
Pre-test 30 76 98 86.47 5.237 
post-test 30 77 98 87.80 5.610 
Visual 
 
Pre-test 30 76 98 86.07 6.408 
post-test 30 79 99 90.63 6.278 
Textual  
Pre-test 30 76 98 85.97 6.067 
post-test 30 77 99 88.60 5.928 
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post-test in visual group in vocabulary scores. In order to explore whether this difference is meaningful or random, 
the paired-samples T-Test was utilized. The results of this analysis have been presented in Table 4. 
Table4. Paired Samples T-Test 
 
  
Paired Differences 
t df 
Sig. (2-
tailed) 
  
Mean Std. Deviation 
Std. Error 
Mean 
95% Confidence Interval of the 
Difference 
  
Lower Upper 
Post-test - 
Pre-test 
5.27 3.81 .70 3.85 6.69 7.58 29 .001 
 
Based on the results presented in Table 4, it can be concluded that with a 95% confidence interval there exists a 
significant difference in the mean scores of the participanta between the pre-test (M=86.07, SD=6.41) and post-test 
(M=90.63, SD=6.28) in visual group (t= 7.58, P < 0.05). Based on the results presented in Table 4, a significant 
change is observed in post-test’s scores in comparison to pre-test’s scores. Therefore, the second research hypothesis 
is rejected. 
7.3. Testing the Third Research Hypothesis 
With regard to the third research hypothesis, there is no significant difference between visual cues and 
textual input-enhancement methods on intermediate Iranian EFL learners' vocabulary learning, the descriptive 
statistics show that there exists a difference between control group and textual group and visual group in vocabulary 
scores. In order to explore whether this difference is meaningful or random, the ANOVA analysis was utilized. The 
results of this analysis have been presented in Table 5. 
Table5. Tests of Between-Participanta Effects 
 
Source Type III Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Corrected Model 2148.900a 3 716.300 58.441 .001 
Intercept 128.817 1 128.817 10.510 .002 
Pre-test 2020.877 1 2020.877 164.877 .001 
Group 175.854 2 87.927 7.174 .001 
Error 1054.089 86 12.257   
Total 716271.000 90    
Corrected Total 3202.989 89    
 
On the basis of the results, it can be concluded that there is a meaningful difference between the three groups 
(F=7.17, p<0.05). In other words, it can be stated that the treatment had a significant impact on experimental groups. 
To specify where the treatment was more effective, post hoc LSD was administered.  
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Table6. Pairwise Comparisons (LSD) for the groups’ performance in vocabulary learning 
 
With reference to the table, it can be observed that there is meaningful difference between control and 
visual groups (p<0.05), but there is not a meaningful difference between control and textual groups (p>0.05). In 
other words, with %95 confidence, it can be stated that the there is a meaningful difference in vocabulary learning 
for visual group. That is, visual cues method is more effective than textual input-enhancement in vocabulary 
learning of Iranian intermediate EFL learners. 
8. Discussion and Conclusion 
In the present study, a significant difference between visual and textual group in vocabulary acquisition 
was observed. That is, students in visual group outperformed students in textual and control groups. Students, who 
were taught through visual cues, appeared to have benefited more. This comes from an assumption that using visual 
cues would enhance the selected items and increase their perceptual salience, which in turn would push participants 
to notice the item and select them as intake.  The findings of the present study are in line with the findings of the 
previous studies in this realm (Hashem & Pourgharib, 2013; Sadeghi & Farzizadeh, 2013; Zarei & Khazaie 2011, to 
name a few).  
These findings can be explained in light of the following reasons: first, students in visual group might have 
been helped with ample opportunities to use visual aids for vocabulary learning and retrieval. This helped them to be 
fully attracted to learning process and successfully pickup lexical items in classroom context and efficiently 
remember them when it was needed. Furthermore, using pictorial techniques in teaching vocabulary will provide an 
interesting class which captures students’ interest and makes language learning a more enjoyable activity. This view 
also matches with Harmer’s observation (2001) who advocated using pictures in teaching vocabulary. 
Second, using pictorial input draws higher level of attention and hence enhances learning and retrieval. The 
concept of attention has been the centerpiece of many theories of second language acquisition (SLA). Based on 
Schmitt and Frota’s (1986) concept of noticing the gap, learners become consciously aware of how their 
interlanguage differs from the target form. Schmitt stressed a few years later (1990) that students must pay attention 
and notice the subtle aspect of a given input in order to subsume it in their interlanguage. By using visual items, 
students’ attention were drawn to different aspects of a given input, students noticed the differences of meanings, 
integrated them in their interlanguage and successfully recalled them when it was needed.  
Third, it can be claimed that using textual cues helped students in textual group to pay more attention to 
particular items in the given input (Farahani & Sarkhoh, 2012). That is, enhancing a particular feature in the text is 
fundamental in noticing and subsequent intake. Therefore, it can be stated that the findings yield support to 
Sherwood Smith’s speculation (1994) that input-enhancement has a positive impact on the rate and accuracy of L2 
acquisition. Learners must have noticed some subtle differences, but since they were not provided with efficient 
opportunities to successfully notice the gap in their interlanguage and a given input, they failed to subsume it in their 
interlanguage system. That is why we witnessed a slight improvement in textual input-enhancement group, which 
was not significant. This is in line with what Hashemi and Pourgharib (2013) observed.  
Fourth, another equally important issue was the concept of access. It can be claimed that visual cues 
successfully affected association. Students formed a strong connection between and among different sets of 
information and successfully made a solid association between those separate units of information. 
Fifth, similarly, it can be stated that translation and provision of highly decontextualized lexical terms (e.g., 
synonym and antonyms) would not trigger access and does not appear to form any solid association between 
(I) group2 (J) group2 Mean Difference Std. Error Sig. 
control Visual -3.331* .905 .000 
control Textual -.966 .904 .288 
Visual Textual 2.365* .904 .011 
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different sets and pieces of language. That is why students in control group failed to have any tangible improvement 
during the treatment period. The results seem to be well matched with the view of Krashen (1982) that formal 
instruction is not really needed and comprehensible input serves as the necessary and sufficient requirement for L2 
acquisition.  
Sixth, visual cues/textual input-enhancement is not a technique from a bundle of available techniques 
which may assist learners in acquisition process, but a kind of Focus on Form approach facilitates L2 acquisition 
(Fahim & Vaezi, 2011).  
 
As a concluding remark, it must be stated that visually supported means of vocabulary learning is more 
appropriate for pre or intermediate language learners since as students grow in proficiency, they have to be exposed 
to more abstract words whose meaning may not be properly conveyed using visual means. However, whenever this 
opportunity is available to use visual aids, a reflective teacher should have no doubt in judicious use of them.   
9. Pedagogical Implications 
Since learning does not simply occur in a vacuum and a variety of factors must be carefully taken into 
account, therefore, it is highly recommended that students must be provided with numerous opportunities to 
successfully pick up and recall vocabulary items. Here, using pictorial and textual cues provide ample opportunities 
for learners to subsume lexical items in their interlanguage system. Students should not only rely on textual cues as a 
means to improve their vocabulary knowledge but also should accommodate their learning tasks with pictorial and 
visual cues which give them more opportunities to learn them. When students learn vocabularies through the use of 
synonyms, definition and even translation, they tend to forget them easily in the future. But when they learn 
vocabularies by visual cues, they rarely face difficulty in remembering them. This also points to the importance of 
visual aids in successful acquisition of lexical items for textbook authors, syllabus designers, and curriculum 
developers. It is also recommended that lexical items should be presented in a meaningful context accompanied with 
appropriate, stimulating visual cues. 
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